Notes on Plotinus - Ennead One, Third Tractate - Dialectics, The Pathway to Ascension 


1. The Process of Ascension to the Divine and the Path of the Artist 

In Ennead One, Second tractate, it was concluded that the 'most good' is the earliest, 
uncorrupted, pure, first principle (from notes on Ennead One, Second Tractate, section 7). Plato 
referred to this primordial Divine principle as 'The Good'. 

What method can be used to bring us into harmony with this most primordial Divine principle? 

Plato's position is that this process can take multiple lifetimes. For Souls who are within their first 
incarnation, those who become Philosophers (i.e. those who instinctively pursue wisdom). Artists, 
and those inclined to Love are most suitable for ascension to the Divine. Typically, those on their 
first (or perhaps second or third) incarnation can at bets hope to make their initial contact with 
the Divine. Such an initial contact with the Divine serves to provide a foothold for future 
incarnations and future steps on the path of total and ultimate ascension. 

There are also Souls who have made initial contact with the Divine, or perhaps even multiple 
contacts. These experiences come with Wisdom, and pave the way for the final push to ascension. 

Given that this process takes lifetimes, the goals within a particular lifetime may vary. As discussed 
above, there are generally two phases of this process: 

i. Initial contact with the Divine. 

ii. Convergence with the Divine after initial contact has been made. 

Since it is the first step on this journey, we must begin with the process of Initial contact with the 
Divine. To do so, we will consider the three types of people (mentioned earlier) most suitable: 

a. The Philosopher 

b. The Artist 

c. The Lover 

The Artist is naturally moved by the beautiful. They are drawn to it ecstatically. Yet their 
understanding of beauty is not Intellectual. They rely on their sensory perceptions, impressions 
made upon them by things external to themselves. When an Artist hears a harmonious melody, or 
sees an aesthetically pleasing work, they are instinctively inclined towards it. When they hear 
discord, or see something ugly, they are instinctively repulsed. Thus, for the Artist, this instinctive 
tendency is the starting point in their journey. Through their natural attraction to beauty and 
revulsion to the hideous, they may come to know the Divine Intelligible Principles and Ideal Forms 
instinctively. Such an instinctive understanding of the Divine serves as the Artists initial contact 
with the Divine. These instincts must then be grounded in the logical framework of Philosophy, 
otherwise an Artist might not Intellectually recognize the truths they have come to know 
instinctively. This logical framework will be presented later on. 

2. The Path of the Lover 

The born Lover is distinguished as arriving in the world already in some harmony with Divine 
beauty. The Artists may reach this position as well by attaining harmony with Divine beauty. 
Further, both the Lover and the Artist are capable of advancing along the path to Ascension even 
further. The Divine beauty which the Lover possesses is not fully realized at first. This is because. 




although the Lover possesses it, they have not yet comprehended this fact Intellectually. This is 
similar to the way in which the Artist is able to instinctually recognize Divine beauty, but does not 
automatically comprehend it Intellectually. 

Possessing some Divine beauty intrinsically, the Lover naturally finds themselves drawn to other 
things which possess Divine beauty. An unfortunate side affect of this is that the Lover is prone to 
falling into the trap of obsessing over one single Divinely beautiful thing and focusing on it 
exclusively. To counteract this trap, the Lover must learn to love all things which possess Divine 
beauty, not just one. Through experiences with a wide array of Divinely beautiful bodies, the Lover 
may come to distill the essence (i.e. the Ideal Form of Divine Beauty) which they all participate in. 
An understanding of the essence of Divine beauty servers as the Artist's initial contact with the 
Divine. The arts, sciences, and virtues all participate in the metaphysical principle of Beauty. After 
distilling the essence of Divine beauty from especially beautiful things, the Lover may then begin 
to understand the Divine beauty present in everything. By possessing a portion of Divine beauty 
themselves, and by attaining an understanding of the Divine beauty present in all things, the Lover 
is prepared to advance along their journey further. 

3. The Path of the Philosopher 

The natural born Philosopher is the most predisposed to Ascension among the various archetypes 
of human beings. Being born with momentum already in the direction of the Divine, the 
Philosopher is naturally suspicious of the primacy of base level sensory perceptions and emotions. 

The primary issue a Philosopher struggles with is the identification of the correct path to 
Ascension. While the trappings of the psycho-physical do not particularly tempt the Philosopher, 
the virtuous alternatives to chasing after the passions of the body are not immediately obvious. 
Ideally, a Philosopher will seek and find a mentor who can show them the road to follow. 

How should a mentor guide the natural born Philosopher? 

First a Philosopher must learn mathematics and logic. The study of mathematics and logic 
illuminates the impact and realness of metaphysical truths. Once the Philosopher has a firm grasp 
of the nature of things metaphysical (i.e. incorporeal), they have made thir initial contact with the 
Divine and are ready to hone the method of Dialectics. 

4. The Dialectic Method 

Ultimately, whether it is the Artist, the Lover, or the Philosopher, the method of Dialectics is the 
final piece of the puzzle on the path to Ascension. Each type may come into contact with the 
Divine via their natural talents (i.e by intuitive understanding of the Divine, distilling the essences 
of the Divine experientially, or deducing the concepts of the Divine via metaphysics respectively). 
Once someone has reached the initial thresholds of the Divine, their grasp on it must be 
strengthened via Dialectics. 

What is Dialectics? 

It is determining the defining properties of something, determining how that thing may be 
differentiated from other things, determining the Ideal Forms it participates in, and determining 
whether that thing is a principle (i.e. a Real Being) or an attribute (I.e. non-being). It is determining 
how many principles there are, and determining which principles are necessarily earlier than 



others (i.e. determining the ontological hierarchy and order of emanation among things). It is 
determining how Good (i.e. earlier and simple) or Evil (i.e later and complicated) things are. It is 
determining which things are eternal, and which things are impermanent. In short, it is the 
method of identifying the proper place of things Intellectually (i.e. within Nous). 

Dialectics makes such determinations rationally and logically. Opinions, sensory perceptions, and 
emotional impulses have no place in Dialectics. Dialectics is concerned only with things on an 
Intellectual level. Using pure logic and reason. Dialectics save us from false conclusions 
erroneously based on appearances and emotions. 

In Dialectics, principles are logically expanded into their various potential manifestations. From 
the multitude of possible manifestations of principles, the essence of the principle itself may be 
deduced. By determining the unifying characteristics. Dialectics allows the practitioner to arrive at 
the most universal, least distinct essences of all things. 

Having rigorously engaged in Dialectics, the Sage obtains a true and pure understanding of the 
relationships of all things. They will come to understand which things are essential, which things 
are truly primordial, and conversely which things are merely byproducts, incomplete portions of a 
larger concept. By understanding that which is more essential (and closer to The Good) and that 
which is most distinct and superfluous (and thus closer to Evil), the Dialectic method grants the 
portioner the ability to pursue the Good, and thus progress towards ascension to the Divine. 

5. Dialectics as a Higher Level of Philosophy 

Since Dialectics is the study and systematic placement of the Ideal forms and Divine principles, 
one must fist grasp the Ideal Forms and Divine principles themselves before engaging in Dialectics. 
This is achieved first through refining the abilities of the Intellectual soul (see notes on Ennead 
One, First Tractate). Once one has gained the ability to interact with the Ideal Forms and Divine 
principles, one may then begin discerning their qualities and relationships with one another. 

By engaging in Dialectics, its practitioner combines and divides the Divine principles until they have 
attained a perfect understanding of the principle of Intellection itself Since Dialectics is the process 
of understanding Intellection itself, Plato writes that Dialectics is the highest application of 
Intelligence and Wisdom. Since Dialectics is the highest application of Intelligence and Wisdom, it 
must itself deal with the highest form of Intellectual objects, namely the essences and Ideal Forms 
themselves. 

The aim of Dialectics is to arrive at the highest first principle, variously named the One, The Good, 
and the Absolute. Since the One is completely unified, with not discernable parts, it is beyond 
distinction (i.e. beyond being or pure being). Philosophy, as the pursuit of Wisdom, is the study of 
things which exist (i.e. of the things which are distinct). Dialectics, as the pursuit of The One, is 
thus the study of that which is beyond being (or pure being). 

Given the above distinction, is it correct to place Dialectics within Philosophy? How can we say 
that Philosophy is the path to The One, if we also say that Dialectics is the path to the One? 

Dialectics is indeed within Philosophy. It is distinct within Philosophy as the highest level, and the 
last phase in the process of ascension. As a result, it is true that both Philosophy and Dialectics 
lead to the One without any contradiction. 



Such confusions arise from the study of Aristotle (who thought of Dialectics as merely one of many 
possible tools available to a Philosopher) and Epicurus (who thought of Dialectics as largely an 
exercise in semantics and arbitrary system-building). 

Dialectics is the study of things as they are in essence. It is only through errors in reasoning that 
novices engaged with Dialectics end up in traps of sophistry and illogical conclusion. Opinions, 
terminology, and semantics are themselves alien to Dialectics. Dialectics merely considered the 
concepts at hand, and has no use for debates about appearances and inconsequential differences 
in ways to reference things. Dialectics is concerned with the truth, and so a practitioner skilled in 
Dialectics is aware of the variety of possible errors in judgement. Dialectics is not concerned with 
specific arguments, but because good arguments are congruent with the truth, a practitioner 
skilled in Dialectics can discern a good argument when presented. Dialectics understands the 
motions of the soul, namely how base level sense perceptions and emotions (i.e. the Unreasoning 
Soul) can produce content for processing via discursive reasoning (i.e. the Reasoning Soul), and 
how the process of directed discursive reasoning can allow the highest levels of the soul to arrive 
at true Intellectual Wisdom (i.e. the Intellectual soul). Yet while Dialectics deals with the various 
methods used to ascertain the truth, the details of idividual components of thought belong to 
other branches of Philosophy. 

Dialectics as the Ultimate Phase of all Branches of Philosophy 

As mentioned above, there are many branches of philosophy. For example, the branch of 
Philosophy which studies nature is known as Natural Philosophy or Physics, and the branch of 
Philosophy which studies Morality is Moral Philosophy or Ethics. In all cases. Dialectics represents 
the ultimate phase within a particular course of study. 

In Natural Philosophy, nature is observed and experiments are conducted. Ultimately, the findings 
of such studies are related to the higher order Intellectual concepts. Ideal Forms, and essences. 
Concepts like Density, Flardness, Mass, Velocity, etc are the higher order principles being studied 
in their more narrow specific forms (e.g. the study of the specific mass of a certain object, being 
used to study that object's relationship to other objects via their shared but varied participation in 
Mass. Density, etc.). The relationship between Natural Philosophy and Dialectics mirrors that of 
other practices (e.g. engineering, art, etc) and arithmetic. Namely, Dialectics is a discipline and skill 
which can be applied to solve problems and ultimately achieve whatever goal is being aimed for. 

The same is true of Moral Philosophy. Even for the Fluman virtues. Dialectics provides principles 
(e.g. Courage, Temperance, etc) whose essence allows us to study various specific human actions 
and passions. The relationship to Dialectics and Moral Philosophy increases as studies ascend to 
the higher order Divine virtues. Dialectics and the Divine virtues both primarily take place in the 
realm of Ideal Forms and essences. In such cases, the Principles of virtue themselves are studied, 
stripped of any particularization. 

Whatever the course of study may be. Dialectics is the ultimate phase, where the particulars of 
the study are ultimately related to the higher order Ideal Forms and essences. 

Of course, some level of knowledge is possible without use of Dialectics. Flowever, any knowledge 
derived from any course of study will be imperfect if Dialectics are not employed. In Natural 
Philosophy, knowing that a particular object is difficult to move around is certainly useful. Yet 



relating this phenomena to the concept of Mass is the only way this difficulty in movement can be 
related to the difficulty in moving other objects (and further, their relative levels of difficulty). For 
Moral Philosophy, knowing that a particular action was good or bad can be useful, yet only by 
relating a particularly good or bad action to the virtue it represents (or betrays) can we gain 
insight into the potential good or bad of some other action. 

Eventually, knowledge of the essence or Principle itself renders particular knowledge of a specific 
situation obsolete. By understanding Mass, one can predict how difficult any object might be to 
move (even if they have no experience trying to move it). By understanding the essence of a Moral 
Virtue, one can predict the good or bad of their actions (and the actions of others) before the act 
is complete and its consequences manifest. 

Thus, the natural order of study begins with the particulars of any given situation. From there, the 
essences of the higher order principles can be derived. Only the person who has accurately 
derived the essences of the higher order principles has attained the level of the wise Sage. 



